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This literature and field study deals with two principal areas of application of 
Ayahuasca: the ritual use by shamans and the use as sacrament in Christian 
churches. In this paper various applications of Ayahuasca and their differenc-
es are shown. Furthermore, due to the increasing number of Western people 
who got knowledge of and access to the natural medicine from the Amazon 
rainforest, the question remains whether Ayahuasca could be an appropri-
ate remedy for specific ailments and diseases of Western civilization. Now-
adays, Ayahuasca is beeing successfully used for the medical treatment of 
depression and addiction. Moreover, clinical studies have documented that 
the long-term use of the beverage is neither harmful nor toxic and is not ad-
dictive. The investigations furthermore demonstrated a lasting positive influ-
ence on the whole physical and mental constitution. In light of these insights, 
there is still a need for persistent information, useful rules and regulations 
as well as international licensing  in order to make Ayahuasca more easily 
accessible to all those in search of healing.
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Summary
Ayahuasca was already taken in pre-Columbian times, when indigenous 
peoples discovered its psychoactive effects on body and mind. Made of 
two plants growing in the Amazon rainforest, the liana Banisteriopsis caa-
pi and leaves of Psychotria viridis, the beverage is still used nowadays by 
Amazonian shamans for healing rituals and shamanic experience as well 
as by ecclesial movements in Brazil as a sacrament. Due to stated healing 
effects in recent years Ayahuasca stimulates more and more medical and 
ethnobotanical discussions and research. 
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substances were put into general pharmacological cate-
gories according to their individual effects: i) stimulants; 
ii) sedatives, hypnotics, narcotics; and iii) hallucinogens 
[6, 10]. All plants or substances fall under the category 
of hallucinogens that have a considerable effect on the 
perception of space and time or on the triggering of 
emotions [10].
 In conventional literature, ayahuasca falls under the 
category of hallucinogens. However, since the term hal-
lucinogens is seen in conjunction with hallucination, 
which by definition is described as an illusion having life-
like character [6, 11], this paper will apply the broader 
definition of a psychoactive or mind-altering substance 
because the topic can be looked at from more angles. 
  At the cultural and cosmological levels, ayahuasca for 
indigenous people is – in addition to being a medicine – 
a holy drink, a plant teacher, and a way to connect to and 
communicate with the gods and forefathers as well as to 
other realities [3, 4, 6–8, 12–14].
 In religious communities like Santo Daime, União do 
Vegetal (UDV), and Barquinha ayahuasca is a sacrament, 
a cure, a cleansing, and a means to engage in auto analysis. 
 In light of the different ways to describe ayahuasca it is 
almost impossible at this point in time to come up with 
a conclusive definition or explanation of what ayahuasca 
is. The reason for this is that a scientific definition is lim-
ited because words and the meanings attributed to them 
both conceptually as well as linguistically have their 
limitations. A clear definition or explanation therefore 
depends on the perspective at hand and the research 
question or on the interest of the viewer and then only 
describes the section considered. 
 Perhaps the limited scope of the definition is precisely 
the reason why, for one, the exact origin of this “med-
icine” is unknown and, for another, why research on 
ayahuasca has increased recently. For years there were 
only oral traditions about ayahuasca, and the passing 
on of the traditional custom among indigenous people. 
As the drink and its positive effects on the human body 
and psyche became known over the course of history, 
the Western world started showing an interest and re-

 Introduction 

 This paper and field study discusses the two prima-
ry uses of ayahuasca by shamans in the Amazon region 
and by churches in Brazil and the differences in its use. 
The main focus is on the importance of ayahuasca in the 
lives of the people who use it and their culture. Another 
focus is on the question of whether this medicine from 
the South American rainforest could also be a suitable 
remedy in Europe for specific ailments, illnesses, and 
imbalances in the human body. 

 What is ayahuasca?

 Ayahuasca is a drink that is made of two main plants: 
the liana Banisteriopsis caapi (Spruce ex Griseb.) Mor-
ton (Fig. 1) of the Malpighiaceae family and the chacru-
na leaves Psychotria viridis Ruiz & Pav. (Fig. 2) of the Ru-
biaceae family. Both plants are native to tropical South 
America (Amazon and the Orinoco area, Ecuador, Co-
lumbia, and Peru) [1–9].
 Both B. caapi and P. viridis contain psychoactive alka-
loids. If we look at the effect they have on the human body, 
our culture refers to ayahuasca as being a psychoactive 
(mind-altering) drink because these ingredients have 
an effect on the human psyche and on the mind which, 
on the one hand, can be crippling, dampening, and 
limiting and, on the other hand, inspiring, stimulating, 

Fig. 1. Banisteriopsis
caapi

Fig. 2. Psychotria 
viridis
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certain experiences of the visionary world (ayahuasca 
pattern) [16].
 Even today various indigenous tribes in the Amazon  
region use ayahuasca as medicine and for shamanic pur-
poses. 
 With growing urbanization in what used to be rain-
forest areas, more and more non-Indians came into con-
tact with the old drink which led to the development 
of an urban shamanism [6, 9]. Catholic mestizos have 
meanwhile become established city shamans who use 
the drink to treat the ailments of city dwellers. Their rit-
uals are a colorful blend of Indian and Catholic customs. 
Moreover, several ayahuasca churches and a vibrant 
ayahuasca tourism have emerged [6].

 Substances and effect 

 The caapi liana (B. caapi) contains β-carboline alka-
loids like harmine, harmaline, tetrahydroharmine, and 
harmol as the main alkaloids. In addition, there are other 
related alkaloids. The stems contain up to 0.8% alkaloids, 
the branches up to roughly 0.4%, leaves up to rough-
ly 0.7%, and roots up to roughly 1.9%. Harmine forms 
the largest amount at 40–96%. In the roots and the bark 
there is also an abundance of tannins [2–4, 6, 10, 17]. 
 Chacruna leaves (P. viridis) mainly contain dimeth-
yltryptamine (DMT) up to roughly 0.6% and traces of 
2-methyl tetrahydro-β-carboline [2–4, 6, 10].

 Pharmacological effect on the human body 

 DMT from chacruna leaves is the actual substance 
that has a psychoactive effect. This is a substance that 
occurs naturally in the human body and is produced by 
the epiphysis (pineal gland). If more DMT is added it is 
immediately broken down by the body’s own MAO-A 
enzyme (monoamine-oxidase-A enzyme). However, in 
connection with the β-carboline alkaloids of the caapi 
liana, the second component of the drink, there is an 
obstruction in the breaking down of DMT – called the 
MAO inhibitor – and, as a result, DMT enters the central 
nervous system and the brain. DMT has a similar struc-
ture to the endogenous neurotransmitter serotonin. By 
attaching to the related neuroreceptor an electric signal 
is transformed into a biochemical one. There is an in-
crease in the production of serotonin in the brain and 
in psychoactive effects and visions (seeing images and 
patterns in various colors).

searching the drink. Botanists and physicians as well as 
others interested in pursuing research started analyzing 
the ingredients and the effects on people more closely. 
More and more positive effects in the treatment of ad-
dicts and depressive people using ayahuasca have been 
observed. This led to an increase in research, also and 
especially in brain research [15]. Many research results 
at the World Ayahuasca Conference held September 25–
27, 2014 were a testament to this trend (see the chapter 
Outlook).

 History 

 Literature traces the use of ayahuasca to the pre-Co-
lumbian era as a psychoactive drink of the shamans and 
medicine men in the Amazon for healing rituals and 
shamanic experiences. The use was apparently discov-
ered in the western Amazon region (Ecuador today) [5, 
6]. During archeological excavations in Ecuador, items 
were found which literature described as “witching 
pots”. These are large, simple ceramic containers which 
were used in the preparation of ayahuasca and date back 
to the Milagro-Quevedo culture (500 BC–1500 AD) 
[16].
 The word ayahuasca comes from the Quechuan lan-
guages and means “vine of the soul” or “spirit vine” [2–4, 
6, 7].The first botanical collection of the liana was com-
piled by the botanist Richard Spruce (1817–1893) be-
tween 1851 and 1854. The original specimens were even 
tested for alkaloids. The first report about the psycho-
active properties of this liana was written by M. Villavi-
cencio in 1858 in Geografia de la Republica del Ecuador 
[2]. Since Spruce‘s time, ayahuasca was mentioned often 
by travelers and researchers, but to date was given little 
attention. In fact, the material Spruce collected in 1851 
only underwent a chemical analysis in 1969 [3].
 It was not until the 1960s that the American ethnobot-
anist Homer Pinkley observed and described the psy-
choactive use of P. Viridis as an ayahuasca additive in the 
Kofán Indians of Columbia. The Psychotria genus was de-
scribed by Linné for the first time in botanical terms [6]. 
 Ayahuasca was never forbidden by the Inquisition. 
It was not until the 1950s when the Machiguenga who 
were living in Urubamba in Peru were prohibited from 
using ayahuasca by Swiss missionaries as it was regarded 
as the devil’s work. Because this move led to the enjoy-
ment of ayahuasca being suppressed, there was an up-
rooting and cultural neglect [16].
 The cultural heritage of the Shipibo Indians was also 
severely damaged by modern missionaries. The Shipibo 
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 The making of ayahuasca

 This section talks about my observations and results 
of my field research conducted February 4–20, 2014 in 
the Brazilian state of Acre (located in the Amazon catch-
ment area on the border to Peru and Bolivia), which is 
known as the birthplace of various religious movements 
that work with ayahuasca. As part of my observations, 
I accompanied two men from the municipality of Ro-
drigues Alves on the harvest and subsequently took part 
in the preparation of the drink. The harvest was for the 
Santo Daime Church to make the daime drink for their 
church events.

 Harvest
 The caapi liana is harvested from the rainforest by 
hand with tremendous physical strain (Fig. 3). To reach 
the spots where it grows, long walks in the tropical heat 
of the rainforest with humidity levels of up to 95% have 
to be endured. Those knowledgeable either know the 
certain spots or recognize them by the surrounding veg-
etation. Liana with a diameter of up to roughly 10–15 
cm are cut down with machetes from the trees around 
which they wind. The stem contains a lot of water mean-
ing that the stored water can be drunk directly from the 
cut surface. The people harvesting the liana do not hes-
itate to take advantage of this refreshment. Once the li-
ana are removed from the branches, the liana is split up 
right there into roughly 1 m-long pieces and bundled 
up. The liana harvested while I was present weighed 17 
kg, and was divided into two bundles and carried by two 
men on their shoulders out of the rainforest to the car 
located roughly 30 minutes away (Fig. 4). 
 Chacruna plants (P. viridis), the second ingredient in 
the ayahuasca drink are grown in many cases right near 
homes. Because it is a bushy plant, harvesting leaves is 
easier than harvesting the liana.

 The effect sets in roughly 30–45 minutes after taking 
the drink and in addition to the above-mentioned ef-
fects can, at the physical level, cause feelings of being 
hot or cold, mild dizziness, nausea, diarrhea, muscle 
tremors, and an increased pulse rate. Whether and how 
strong these effects set in depends, on the one hand, on 
the constitution of the person taking the drink and, on 
the other hand, on the composition of the drink. A gen-
eral observation is that if the amount of caapi liana is 
lower there are fewer symptoms of nausea and diarrhea 
[4, 6].
 Perception is sharpened, especially the senses of hear-
ing, sight, and smell. As the latest research findings have 
now revealed [15], when under the effect of ayahuasca 
certain areas of the brain are supplied with more blood 
than others. As a result, there is a possibility to access 
areas of the brain which are not used in a normal state. 
This increased access to “unknown” areas results in 
“enhanced perceptions and findings”. Connections can 
be detected which have previously never emerged and 
which give insight to the individual which the person 
was unable to realize up until that point because these 
insights were still “unthinkable” due to the reduced ac-
cess to the special areas of the brain.

Fig. 3. Harvesting 
the liana in the 
rainforest of Acre
in Brazil

Fig. 4. Transporting 
the liana 
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with the spirit of the medicine. Once the final product 
is has cooled down somewhat it is poured into plastic 
gallons and bottles (Fig. 7) and stored in a dark room. 
 What can be learned about the proportions from in-
terviews with representatives of the Santo Daime move-
ment and with indigenous Katukinas is that the indig-
enous cultures use a higher amount of the caapi liana 
whereas the church movements add more chacruna 
leaves than the indigenous tribes. The exact proportions 
could not be obtained. Every indigenous tribe and/or 
church has its own recipe which is very unique. Every 
group of people, every shaman, every church group 
works with its own traditional recipes and choice of in-
gredients that have been handed down over time. De-
pending on the desired effect (psychoactive, stimulat-
ing, healing, calming, cleansing, and so on) other plants 
are also used as ingredients in addition to the ones de-
scribed in the common version. 

 Preparation – boiling – reduction 
 The caapi liana is split into strands that are roughly 0.5 
cm thick. This is done either by hand by pounding on 
tree stumps with self-made wooden mallets or by using 
a small chaff cutter. After preparing the ingredients, lia-
na strands and entire chacruna leaves are put into large 
pots alternatingly until they are full, and the remaining 
space is filled with water. These pots are brought to a 
boil on wood fires (Fig. 5). The first step in the cook-
ing process lasts several hours until the plant material 
is boiled. The liquid which results is poured out of the 
pots and collected. To do so, two men life up the pots 
by a handle using a long wooden branch and pour the 
hot liquid over a specially made metal trough through a 
cotton strainer into a bucket (Fig. 6).
 Then this drained liquid is once again poured into 
pots with plant material and cooked further to achieve 
a thicker consistency. This reduction is repeated several 
times. The exact amount of liquid and the number of 
times this cooking process was repeated was not re-
vealed to me. Each process seems to be treated individ-
ually. Moreover, this is not just a boiling process. The 
making of the drink is also a big holy celebration for 
everyone involved – called feitio – and has its own rit-
ual for making the holy daime drink. As part of it there 
is singing and music making. Those who are making 
the drink take repeated sips of the soon-to-be med-
icine during the entire process. Doing this gives them 
direct information from the plant about how long and 
how often the boiling process should take place. The 
cooks make intuitive decisions and, for this reason, 
each time individually and yet according to certain 
rules which almost achieve the same result. In the case 
of the Santo Daime Church movement, the ritual usu-
ally lasts three days and two nights; cooking is done in 
shifts in order to achieve a product that is in keeping 
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healers in the Amazon region, the name payé – a term 
from the Indian Tupí language – has established itself. 
This term is derived from the notion that a shaman can 
turn into a jaguar [7].

 Significance and function
 In order to understand the many uses of ayahuasca by 
shamans, it is necessary to understand the indigenous, 
culture-based understanding of plants, nature, and sick-
ness. Indigenous people have a very strong connection 
to nature and, hence, also to plants. For one, they are 
nourishment for the body and, for another, they are 
spiritual food. Plants are regarded as being holy because 
make they enable contact to the other world, to the in-
visible world, to the true reality, to gods, spirits, and de-
mons. Each of these plants is inhabited by plant spirits,  
plant gods or devas, with whom people can connect and 
who are valued as teachers, mothers, or ambassadors 
of other realities. These holy plants have the power to 
heal and can free sick people of their ailments, drive out 
harmful, sickly spirits, and also bring spiritual growth 
to healthy people. That is why they are admired – in-
cense and sacrificial candles are brought – and people 
treat them with reverence and tremendous thank- 
fulness [4, 6].
 Generally speaking, in indigenous cultures the notion 
of sickness being organic or physical in nature is un-
heard of. For them, the cause of sicknesses lies in strokes 
of fate, threats, and so on, in interventions from the spir-
it world. This is why consuming mind-altering plants 
that help them contact gods and forefathers is among 
the most important ways of healing.
 The meaning of the name ayahuasca – “vine of the 
soul”/“spiritual vine”– points to the freeing of the soul. 
To do so, the shaman travels through the other world 
and meets his forefathers or other spirits whom he can 
contact, ask questions of, and from whom he can receive 
answers. With the assistance of the drink he is able to 
recognize and heal illnesses, ward off imminent danger, 
and to predict future events [3, 4].
 According to shamans, when healing an illness the 
body and the spirit always have to be treated. Ayahuasca 
has a strong effect on the mind and body because the 
drink can cause vomiting and/or diarrhea in as much as 
this is necessary for healing. These cleansing and freeing 
effects are paramount for shamans [4].
 Some shamans prepare for rituals in keeping with very 
specific guidelines such as by abstaining from sex, diet-
ing or fasting, and washing [4, 6].

 Applications for ayahuasca

 Ayahuasca has always been used for healing rituals and 
shaman experiences by shamans and medicine men/
healers of the indigenous people of South America where 
the two most important plant ingredients originate. 
 Over time, so-called syncretistic religious communities 
have emerged in South America which use ayahuasca as 
a sacrament and as medicine. Syncretism is understood 
to be “the synthesis of religious ideas or philosophies to 
a new system or world view. The prerequisite for this is 
that these ideas or philosophies previously distanced 
themselves from one another as being thematically dif-
ferent and that as religious/philosophical partial aspects 
they forgo a claim to absoluteness. Syncretism incor-
porates the aspects of different religions more or less 
consciously and forms them to something new” [18]. 

 Shamans – medicine men – healers 

 Many attempts have been made in literature to or-
ganize and define the different kinds of healers in 
South America [4, 7, 8, 12, 19, 20]. However, they all 
share the same focus which is on the relationship be-
tween man and nature. Healers know that they have 
to search for wisdom in nature and that they can 
learn from nature. The knowledge comes from the 
understanding of water, the Earth, and air (or space). 
 The most common term for the South American heal-
ers is curandero, which comes from the words curar (to 
heal) and curioso (curious) [7]. A thirst for knowledge 
is the main prerequisite for becoming a healer. This also 
involves acquiring a repertoire of transmitted rites and 
ethnobotanical knowledge. Curanderos are knowledge-
able about medicinal plants and are specialists in the 
area of household remedies. Depending on the people’s 
view, they can treat sicknesses but not heal because they 
do not have the abilities of shamans who travel into oth-
er dimensions to question and search for the causes and 
treatment options of the sickness [4].
 Shamans possess special knowledge about healing 
sicknesses and are mediators between the material 
and spiritual worlds. Often, special kinds of first-hand 
learning experiences including suffering from sickness 
are necessary to acquire these abilities. Years of expe-
rience go by before a person is initiated as a shaman 
[4]. Among shamans there are different classifications, 
depending on whether they work with psychedelic sub-
stances, trees, scents, or with tobacco [19]. People who 
work with ayahuasca are called ayahuasceros.
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Irineu, founded the teaching of the Santo Daime in 
Rio Branco (state of Acre). He was an Afro American 
who immigrated to Brazil, who got to know ayahuas-
ca through his contact with the indigenous people and 
because of a revelation he received while under the in-
fluence of this drink embarked on a new Christian path. 
His successor was Sebastião Mota de Melo, called Pa-
drinho Sebastião, whose initiation was also through the 
daime (ayahuasca drink), which he received from Me-
stre Irineu. The drink was renamed by Mester Irineu to 
daime (give me) – dai (to give); me (me). In daily lan-
guage usage of the church community the terms tea or 
wine are used.
 Three main groups split away from the original Santo 
Daime movement during the 1970s and 1980s: CICLU, 
CECLU, and CEFLURIS. Currently, CEFLURIS is the 
best-known Santo Daime group, whose founder was 
Padrinho Sebastião. His son, Alfredo Gregório de Melo 
(Padrinho Alfredo, Fig. 8), as mentioned, is the leader of 
what is today a worldwide movement.
 According to Padrinho Alfredo, this group now boasts 
roughly 45,000 official members worldwide including in 
the USA, Japan, Australia, and Europe. He also report-
ed that in every single state/country of the expansion 
efforts are underway to make the daime drink legal as a 
sacrament in religious usage. In Brazil, Oregon (USA), 
and in the Netherlands this has happened.

 Significance and function especially for Santo Daime
 Santo Daime members live according to the teaching 
of Mestre Irineu which is called “the doctrine” where-
by people drink daime at ceremonies and celebrations 
marked in the church calendar. Four main types of San-
to Daime rituals are practiced within the community: 

 During a shamanistic healing ritual both the shaman as 
well as the person seeking healing drink the medicine. This 
way, both are linked to another reality, to the gods, and to 
everything. The shaman recognizes the causes of the sick-
ness in the person seeking healing and helps him/her in in-
dividual healing steps, which, however, the person in need 
of healing has to take on his/her own. Without the willing-
ness and desire of the sick person to change the shaman 
cannot be helpful.
 Special songs called icaros (healing hymns) are a big 
part of the healing ritual and are often sung with accom-
panying instruments like drums, rattles, flutes, whistles, 
and guitars in order to direct, amplify, or heal the vi-
sions, to call the spirits, or to protect the shamans and 
the people seeking healing [7].

 Use in the church and religious area 

 Ayahuasca is also used in the church religious area in 
three church movements which emerged in Brazil and 
have meanwhile spread to some European countries.
 The three Brazilian ayahuasca religions Santo Daime, 
Barquinha, and UDV emerged in a similar situation and 
environment and under similar circumstances and con-
ditions, but have developed differently based on a dif-
ferent emic discussion – due to different missions. The 
similarities lie in the emergence of these religions in a 
common or similar cultural, economic, and social con-
text in the Acres municipality and in the periods of de-
cline of the first (1850–1920) and of the second rubber 
boom (during the Second World War starting in 1943) 
[12]. These religions emerged so to speak based on rev-
elations from the northeast of Brazil from immigrated 
migrants. All three founders of these religions experi-
enced revelations and received the mission in ayahuasca 
rituals. What these three religions share in addition to 
their common origin in similar situation, is the collec-
tive and sacramental use of ayahuasca in albeit very dif-
ferent rituals with the goal, the effect, or consequence of 
this ritual being to “re-organize the life” of the members 
of these three religions [12].
 In a personal interview with the current leader of the 
Santo Daime group CEFLURIS (Centro Ecléctico de 
Fluente Luz Universal Raimundo Irineu Serra – Rai-
mundo Irineu Serra Eclectic Center of the Flowing Uni-
versal Light), Alfredo Gregório de Melo (Padrinho Al-
fredo), the following can be learned about the doctrine 
of this religious community and its emergence as well as 
its efforts to spread:
 In the 1930s, Raimundo Irineu Serra, called Mestre 
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 In addition to these official dates there are all sorts of 
unofficial celebrations like masses (these usually last two 
to three hours) and healing work meaning that the mem-
bers have a total of roughly 80 to 90 rituals per year [21]. 
 The individual rituals are seen by the members as spir-
itual work on themselves. The doctrine also calls upon 
them to implement all the spiritual lessons in daily life [13]. 
 In the opinion of the members, the drink cleanses and 
decontaminates the body, leads to inner balance, is im-
portant in diagnosing through auto analysis, and cleans-
es the spirit [4].
 Padrinho Alfredo characterizes the daime as follows [22]: 
 “Santo Daime, it is very powerful and can open channels of wis-
dom for all of us – wisdom of the forest, wisdom of the planet, wis-
dom of our own salvation. We all can have a knowledge that brings 
us peace, spiritual peace, family peace, so we can recognize each oth-
er as a family and work for this good”.

 In the daime cult the caapi liana is regarded as the 
embodiment of Jesus, and the Psychotria leaves as Mary 
[6]. Padrinho Alfredo confirmed this to me in an inter-
view. The highlight of the ritual is the miração, the reve-
lation, which can manifest itself in a vision of a saint or 
can lead to “insight” [14]:
 “The miração, which can be translated as ‹the act of seeing›, is an 
experience often accompanying the drinking of daime. The miração 
brings along transformative insights that can change an individual’s 
self-understanding and his/her relatedness to the rest of the world”.

 Comparison of both uses 

 A comparison of the various uses by shamans and 
churches reveals that the main difference lies in how 
the rituals are conducted. So only the rituals where aya-
huasca is embedded as a medicine or as a sacrament are  

the festas officiais (official holidays); trabalhos de con-
centracão (concentration rituals); the missas (masses); 
and the trabalhos de cura (healing rituals) [12].
 Balzer [12] describes the individual rituals as fol-
lows: “The festas officiais (official celebrations) follow 
the Christian calendar. In addition, December 15th, 
the birthday of the founder Raimundo Irineu Serra, 
was added. Meanwhile, the birthdays of the successors 
have also been added and that of a few others so that the 
number of so-called hinarios sits at 19. These days the 
festas start at 6 pm and last 6 to 12 hours. At the start 
of the ritual the participants pray together three Our 
Fathers, three Ave Marias, one Blessed Mary as well as 
some doctrine-specific invocations. Then the sacrament 
of the holy daime is observed. The actual ritual consists 
of singing hymns together and dancing, and some mem-
bers play various musical instruments (rattle, guitar, vi-
olin, flute). The ritual ends by reciting Christian prayers 
and invocations to specific Christian saints.”
 These events take place in the church in a very specific 
given order around a table in the shape of a star with six 
points (Fig. 9) and under precisely defined steps which 
the members follow, so, three steps to the left and three 
steps to the right (as I observed at the Santo Daime mass 
I attended). Men and women are separated and then 
once more by age groups (Fig. 10).
 Concentration rituals take place on the 15th and the 
30th of each month and are geared to the spiritual de-
velopment of the participants. The rituals start at 7 pm 
and last two to four hours, the sacrament is only ob-
served once. After the sacrament has been observed and 
prayers have been said there is silence to allow for con-
centration (meditation). The participants sit on simple 
wooden benches. In total, there are 24 concentration 
rituals per year.
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Fig. 9. Santo Daime Church with the star-shaped table with six points 
and floor markings for set-up at ceremonies.

Fig. 10. Church ceremony at Santo Daime with a dance
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rapidly. These processes go hand in hand.
 Another commonality both groups share despite dif-
ferent paths, uses, and accesses, lies in the origin, in the 
common roots, namely, that they came into contact with 
ayahuasca via one or several indigenous people.

 Outlook 

 In the 1990s, scientists Charles Grob, Dennis McK-
enna, and James Callaway joined forces to work on an 
interdisciplinary research project called the Hoasca 
Project involving various universities from California, 
Finland, and Brazil with the goal of examining the med-
ical, pharmacological, psychiatric, and health impacts of 
regular ayahuasca use in members of the UDV move-
ment in Brazil. The results of the pilot study were pub-
lished in numerous peer-reviewed papers and summa-
rized in a detailed talk by McKenna [24].
 The key findings revealed that long-time UDV mem-
bers have changed their life and behavior in a positive 
and profound way. The constant use of ayahuasca in a 
ritual context and in the socially supportive environ-
ment of the UDV was rated as safe; it does not have any 
long-term effects like poisonousness, and brings about 
a lasting positive effect on physical and mental health. 
McKenna describes it as a valuable therapeutic medi-
cine [9]. Behavioral changes exhibited in the test sub-
jects were described as follows: calmer, more balanced, 
more decent, more persistent, more loyal, more prone 
to give consideration. In addition, changes were also ob-
served in the mood. The test subjects were confident, 
relaxed, optimistic, carefree, more unrestrained, and 
sociable. Moreover, long-term users of ayahuasca ex-
hibited a higher degree of concentration and improved 
short-term memory.
 Those test subjects who were addicted to alcohol and 
cigarettes or who consumed drugs occasionally report-
ed a radical restructuring in the way they lead their lives 
and in their value system meaning that they did not con-
tinue to consume alcohol, cigarettes, and drugs.
And so over time ayahuasca was used more and more to 
heal addictions.
 In 1992, Dr. Jaques Mabit, a French doctor who orig-
inally pursued orthodox medical treatment, founded 
the TAKIWASI healing center (meaning singing of the 
trees) in the northern Amazon region in Peru to treat 
addictions and to research traditional medicine. In gen-
eral, the tasks of Dr. Mabit and TAKIWASI are to re-
assess the human and natural resources of traditional 

different. A ritual is defined as “an event that takes 
place according to given rules which is mostly formal 
and often festive and ceremonial with a high degree of 
symbolism. Often certain wording and set gestures are 
characteristic of the event which can be of a religious or 
worldly nature (e.g., church services, welcoming cere-
monies, weddings, funerals, initiation ceremonies, and 
so on)” [23].
 In the course of the rituals and ceremonies using aya-
huasca, shamans and the churches are guided by given 
rules, albeit different ones, that have a long tradition 
and have been handed down from one generation to the 
next.
 Here, set and setting play a key role according to 
the theory developed by Timothy Leary, an American 
psychologist, who conducted scientific experiments 
with psychedelic substances (lysergic acid diethylam-
ide (LSD), psilocybin) [4, 6]. The theory states that for 
mind-altering experiences with psychoactive substances 
three factors are important: the dose, the set, and the 
setting. Set is the inner mindset, the intention of the per-
son, as well as his/her expectations and constitution. The 
setting refers to the surrounding, the location, the time, 
and the space in which the event takes place. Taken to-
gether all of these components bring about the change 
in thinking, in feeling, in emotions, in perception, and 
in experiencing the body and soul [4, 6].
 It is quite possible the shamans, those in search of 
healing, and the leaders of the church movements and 
their members are not aware of these factors. Neverthe-
less, they work very hard together on set and setting be 
it because of the fact that the tradition has been passed 
down from generation to generation, because of experi-
ence, or because of rules stipulated by the ritual.
 There are more differences in the way the drink is pre-
pared and in the different kinds of ingredients added to 
the caapi liana depending on the desired effect.
 The goals of both groups, so of the shamans and the 
churches, are ultimately the same. Both aim for the spir-
itual-psychological and physical well-being (welfare) 
and spiritual growth. To this end, ayahuasca is an aid, 
which, on the one hand, serves as a means to contact 
and communicate with the forefathers, the spirits, the 
gods, nature, and with other worlds and, on the other 
hand, which conveys insight and knowledge. The goal is 
to apply the insights in daily life or to bring about chang-
es in life which lead to a loving and harmonious interac-
tion with all living beings, but particularly in the family 
of the tribe/religious community.
 At the physical level ayahuasca serves as inner cleans-
ing and healing which, when supported by psycholog-
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 “We assessed addiction severity in two samples of long-term 
members of the ayahuasca religions and we did not find participants 
to be ‹addicted› to the tea. Nor did we observe the deleterious psy-
chosocial effects commonly associated with drugs of abuse.”

 Callaway et al. [28] and Gable [29] also come to the 
same conclusion that ayahuasca does not make a person 
addicted and is not harmful to health.
 Around the world there is growing interest in the re-
search and spread of ayahuasca, a fact which was also 
evident at the World Ayahuasca Conference on Ibiza 
(September 25-27, 2014), which was hosted by ICEERS 
(International Center for Ethnobotanical Education, 
Research & Service) and took place under the patronage 
of UNESCO (Fig. 11).
 ICEERS is a philanthropic, tax exempt, non-profit or-
ganization which is devoted to integrating ayahuasca, 
iboga, and other traditional plants as therapeutic tools 
into modern society and preserving indigenous cultures 
which have been using these plant species since ancient 
times, along with their habitat and botanical resources.
 At this conference, scientists, doctors, researchers, 
lawyers, representatives from drug authorities, and 
representatives of indigenous people from 50 nations 
convened to discuss ayahuasca and its effects and to 
promote an exchange on this broad topic across all dis-
ciplines. Dr. Dennis McKenna and José Carlos Bouso 
who were mentioned earlier in this paper were also in 
attendance. The conference had roughly 500 visitors.
 The topics ranged from the indigenous, religious, 
and clinical use of ayahuasca to personal development 
as a result of the drink. Also, topics relating to ethno-
botanical and philosophical views right up to scientific 
research were discussed. Moreover, the legal side with a 
view to the legalization and spread of ayahuasca and hu-
man rights were examined. Other topics included glo-

medicine and to develop a real therapeutic alternative to 
treat addictions which is not only effective and econom-
ical, but which can also be adapted to meet the needs of 
the patients who come from different cultural and social 
backgrounds.
 The success rate Dr. Mabit and his rehabilitation center 
enjoy is very high compared to the success rate of con-
ventional medical treatment of drug addicts. Whereas 
modern medicine and its methods have a success rate of 
merely 5% when it comes to permanently weaning ad-
dicts from their addictions, the method Dr. Mabit uses 
which is based on the shamanic one arrives at a very im-
pressive rate of 33%. One third of all patients are actual-
ly freed entirely of their addition in TAKIWASI without 
ever experiencing relapses.
 The focus of his treatment is on administering aya-
huasca which makes his patients who are addicted to 
drugs aware of the real causes of their addiction. Ad-
ministering this entheogenic plant for therapeutic pur-
poses is always accompanied by shamanic rituals, which 
guide the visions and inner experiences of the patients 
in a direction which is suitable for their treatment and 
which ultimately reveal to them the deeper underly-
ing causes of the addiction. As soon as the individual 
cause(s) of the addiction has/have been clarified, the 
treatment starts to get rid of them. To this end, con-
cepts from modern psychotherapy and from shamanic 
medicine as well as certain herbs and perfumes are used 
which cleanse, decontaminate, and purify the patient’s 
body and harmonize the entire psycho-physical system 
and balance it out again [25, 26].
 More recent studies such as the one José Carlos Bou-
so [27], a doctor of pharmacology and psychology 
conducted on members of two Brazilian churches (CE-
FLURIS and Barquinha) arrive at similar conclusions as 
those of the Hoasca Project, whereby ayahuasca has a 
positive impact at various levels for people [27]:
 “The assessment of the impact of long-term ayahuasca use on 
mental health from various perspectives (personality, psychopathol-
ogy, neuropsychology, life attitudes and psychosocial well-being) did 
not find evidence of pathological alterations in any of the areas stud-
ied. Although ayahuasca-using subjects differed in some personality 
traits, differences did not fit with a pathological profile. Furthermore, 
ayahuasca users showed a lower presence of psychopathological 
symptoms compared to controls. They performed better in neuro-
psychological tests, scored higher in spirituality and showed better 
psychosocial adaptation as reflected by some attitudinal traits such as 
Purpose in Life and Subjective Well-Being. Overall differences with 
the control group were still observable at follow-up one year later.” 

 Furthermore, the study indicated that using ayahuasca 
over the long term does not lead to dependency whatso-
ever [27]:

Fig. 11.  World Ayahuasca Conference 2014, Ibiza
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 As a result of the use of ayahuasca no detrimental side ef-
fects or emerging dependencies and addictions have been 
noted to date, not even when used over the longer term. 
And for this reason, the question arises of whether the med-
icine from the rainforest can also be a medicine for Europe. 
 Based on the previous reports about the various positive 
effects there is nothing against it. A key aspect which should 
not be ignored when using ayahuasca is, however, as al-
ready mentioned, set and setting. Since time immemorial, 
this psychoactive drink has been taken within the frame-
work of a ceremony and with respect for and appreciation 
of both the plants (nature) and the people who deliberately 
deal with themselves and nature. This is exactly how the 
“medicine” should be handled when used today in other 
cultures. Ayahuasca should not be a way for people for get 
their kicks in our present-day, fast-moving time, rather, the 
main emphasis has to be on healing at various levels. Han-
dling and treating the drink with respect, and cultivating 
the same among the people, is also very important in the 
work with this medicine. The appropriate intention of the 
individuals to this end, the suitable setting in specifically 
defined events, and the helpers who are familiar with han-
dling this medicine (shamans, healers) are an essential part 
of the use experience. These factors give users a sense of 
security, provide them with a setting and support, and in-
crease their awareness, attention, and sense of care toward 
themselves and their environment.
 Ayahuasca is illegal in many European countries because 
it contains the substance DMT. Only in the Netherlands has 
a satellite of the Santo Daime movement been established 
because permission for the use of ayahuasca in church cer-
emonies has been granted. In parts of Portugal use is per-
mitted. Ceremonies are offered publicly on the internet. In 
Spain, the Santo Daime Church is currently working on le-
galizing it. In Germany, DMT is classified as a narcotic and 
using it without special permission is not allowed. In Austria 
DMT falls under the Narcotic Substances Act which for-
bids its possession, acquisition, and transmission. The act 
does not include plants containing DMT. On a few internet 
sites ayahuasca ceremonies are offered publicly in Austria. 
 Clearly efforts are underway to spread ayahuasca in Eu-
rope. Just how far this development can and will go is hard 
to say at this point. The fact that ayahuasca can be an en-
richment on various levels remains undisputed and future 
research findings as well as the openness of people and the 
careful handling will determine the path this special plant 
medicine will take.

balization and sustainability, protection of plants, and 
the role of indigenous women in the world of ayahuasca. 
The conference program was rounded off by personal 
accounts, presentations, news on ongoing research ef-
forts, books, and films.
 In the clinical research part, studies and findings were 
presented on the effect of ayahuasca notably on the hu-
man brain. Two interesting scientific approaches stand 
out. Previous research unanimously holds that ayahuas-
ca increases the blood flow in the brain so that some 
parts of the brain are provided with more blood than 
others. Dr. Jordi Riba, a pharmacologist and professor at 
the Autonomous University of Barcelona in Spain and 
a researcher at Sant Pau Hospital Barcelona (whose talk 
was held on September 25, 2014), was of the view that 
this leads to activity in certain parts in the brain which 
are inactive without the influence of ayahuasca. Dr. Riba 
assumes that people are not neutral when taking in in-
formation, that they are always interpreting. Ayahuasca 
effects one part of the brain which is situated between 
the area which triggers emotions and the area of insight. 
It modifies expectations and promotes an inner dialog 
so that a new outlook on reality takes shape. The profes-
sor talks of how self-transcendence and spirituality in-
crease, and the ego is pushed back – based on the study 
conducted by Riba et al. [15].
 Another interesting approach was provided by Dr. 
Draulio Barros de Araujo, a doctor of medical physics. 
He assumes that ayahuasca has an effect on the DMN 
(default mode network) in the brain. The DMN is a con-
stant network in the brain (part of the brain), which in-
creases in activity if the person is in a calm state. In this 
state, an increased number of signals are sent from here 
which lead to daydreams and mind-wandering. He was 
able to observe that ayahuasca effects the DMN so that 
there is a reduction in the signals sent and thus to less 
mind-wandering. This phenomenon could also be ob-
served in people who are meditating.
 This effect of ayahuasca can play a big role in the treat-
ment of depression. People who suffer from depression 
have negative thoughts and negative daydreams which 
can be reduced or contained by the effect ayahuasca has 
on the DMN.
 The conference was a testament to the fact that there is 
a growing trend in the direction of medical research on 
ayahuasca and its effects with a view to using it to treat 
various illnesses and for personal development – and in 
various countries throughout the world at that.
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